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Abstract: English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers’ practice in the classroom depends on teacher cognition. It is 
what teachers think, know, and believe about EFL teaching. To be a good teacher, they should have cognition 
that contributes to the success of teaching. Pre-service teacher education must be designed to support 
cognitive development that has potentials to create effective English classroom teaching and learning 
activities in the future professional practice. The role of teacher education is not only in cognitive 
development, but also in constructing new positive cognition if the students of EFL teacher education have 
prior negative English learning experience. This paper discusses cognitive development in three area, i.e. 
material design, teaching methodology, and learning context. Hopefully, this study has positive impact for the 
conduct of teaching practice on pre-service EFL teacher education courses. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Pre-service teacher EFL educators in a private 
college in Indonesia, especially in rural area, 
faced the first challenge with their new students 
related to their students’ English proficiency. 
Majority their students had low proficiency in 
English and it needs extra effort to accelerate 
their students’ English proficiency. 
The next challenge was how to make them 
able to teach English well since they have low 
proficiency in this subject. From some 
discussions with colleagues and students, it was 
found out that majority students had negative 
stereotype toward English. This stereotype 
emerged from their previous experience in 
learning English. 
This discussion comes to pre-service 
educators themselves who should answer these 
challenges. They, as teachers, should help their 
students, the pre-service EFL teachers, to 
develop positive mind-set to improve their 
achievement in learning English (Erten & 
Burden, 2014). It is started by asking the 
students why they think they are having 
difficulties and how this may be affecting their 
language learning. Subsequently, teachers give 
support and encouragement to help change 
negative or unhelpful attributions and build a 
sense of competent self-whilst at the same time 
developing the students’ skills and learning 
strategies (Erten & Burden, 2014). Changing 
pre-service teachers’ mind-set is changing the 
way they teach in the future because teachers' 
self-beliefs of EFL learning influence their in-
class practices (Sheikhol-Eslami & Allami, 
2012).  
Belief is the notion that underlies the term 
of cognition (Ismail, Albakri, Ismail, & Hussin, 
2014). In the term of cognition, the way to give 
the positive experience as a learner can build 
the cognition–what teachers know, think, and 
believe–about teaching and learning during 
teacher education which continues to influence 
the classroom practice (Borg, 2003). The notion 
of cognition became the core of discussion “to 
embrace the complexity of teachers’ mental 
lives” (Borg, 2015:54). It provides the 
framework of cognitive process influencing 
what pre-service teachers know, think, and 
believe about EFL.  
This article is a self-reflection as pre-
service teacher educator capturing the teaching 
practice from the process of cognitive teacher 
development point of view. Studying teacher 
cognition is so important since teachers are 
active, thinking decision-makers who play a 
central role in shaping classroom event and 
studies of psychology have shown that 
knowledge and believe exert a strong influence 
on human action (Borg, 2015).  
On the other hand, there was relatively 
little impact of pre-service teacher education on 
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pre-service teacher belief systems (Çapan, 
2014). This pessimistic statement related to the 
power of pre-service teacher education emerges 
a question in one discussion with my colleague, 
“What makes you different?” It means what 
makes teacher educator able to make pre-
service teachers with unsupportive mind-set and 
low proficiency becomes a great teacher in the 
future. This question also can be for students. It 
is typical to have students with supportive 
mind-set and high proficiency success. It is 
special, start from having unsupportive mind-
set and low proficiency become pre-service 
with supportive mind-set and high proficiency 
and to be great teacher in the future because of 
the education in their college. The key to start 
this is generating awareness. If pre-service EFL 
teacher have opportunities to become aware of 
their prior beliefs about teaching and learning, 
to reflect on these and to make connections 
between theory and practice, pre-service teacher 
education will be more likely to impact on 
trainees (Borg, Birello, Civera & Zanatta, 
2014). 
2. TEACHER COGNITION 
RESEARCH 
General education scholars have has studied 
teacher cognition for decades. In 1970s, it was 
started by the study of teachers’ decision-
making related to teaching and learning and 
their pedagogical knowledge or constructs 
(Ismail, Albakri, Ismail, & Hussin, 2014). In 
1980s and 1990s, the study of teacher cognition 
shifted to teachers’ acts as the results of their 
way of thinking. It started the development of 
concepts such as teachers’ decision-making, 
perceptions, behaviour and beliefs, and 
pedagogical knowledge (Ismail, Albakri, 
Ismail, & Hussin, 2014).  
In the mid-1990s, the study of teacher 
cognition in English as a second/foreign 
language was started to examine various aspects 
of what L2 teachers know, believe and think 
and of the relationships of these constructs to 
what teachers do (Borg, 2009a). Mainstream 
study on teacher cognition that becomes more 
sophisticated are summarized into these 
relationships between teachers’ cognitions and 
practices: (1) teachers’ cognitions can be 
powerfully influenced by their own experiences 
as learners; (2) these cognitions influence what 
and how teachers learn during teacher 
education; (3) they act as a filter through which 
teachers interpret new information and 
experience; (4) they may outweigh the effects 
of teacher education in influencing what 
teachers do in the classroom; (5) they can be 
deep-rooted and resistant to change; (6) they 
can exert a persistent long-term influence on 
teachers’ instructional practices; (7) they are, at 
the same time, not always reflected in what 
teachers do in the classroom; (8) they interact 
bi-directionally with experience (i.e. beliefs 
influence practices but practices can also lead to 
changes in beliefs) (Phipps & Borg in Borg, 
2009a). 
Nowadays, English teacher cognition has 
been studied in some areas related to 
vocabulary (Gao & Ma, 2011), grammar (Borg, 
1999; Moini, 2009), teaching practice (Navarro, 
2013), first language use (Imran & Wyatt, 
2015), student inquiries (Fagan, 2015), and 
corrective feedback (Mori, 2011).  In addition, 
Borg (2011) carried the research about the 
impact of in-service teacher education on 
language teachers' beliefs.  
In pre-service English teacher education, 
the research of teacher cognition was on 
vocabulary (MacAlister, 2012; Gao & Ma, 
2011), grammar (Çapan, 2014; Farrell, 1999), 
language learning (Peacock, 2001; Wong, 
2010), language learning and in-class practices 
(Sheikhol-Eslami & Allami, 2012), teaching 
practicum (Yuan & Lee, 2014), and material 
development (Ismail, Albakri, Ismail, & 
Hussin, 2014). In this study, the following 
section discusses pre-service EFL teacher 
education related to the process of cognitive 
development. 
3. PRE-SERVICE TEACHER 
COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT 
PROCESS  
In pre-service EFL teacher, cognitive 
development process is classified into 
confirmation, realization, disagreement, 
elaboration, integration and modification (Yuan 
& Lee, 2014). In Yuan & Lee’s (2014) study, 
pre-service teachers strengthened their prior 
beliefs by perceiving a consistency between 
these beliefs and the newly presented 
information. Realization refers to the process 
that the pre-service teachers became more fully 
aware of or picked up a new belief in the 
teaching practicum. Through elaboration, the 
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pre-service teachers also deepened and 
expanded their existing beliefs by adding in 
new dimensions. Disagreement took place 
when the pre-service teachers rejected their 
previously held beliefs. Integration indicates a 
more complicated process of refining and 
reorganizing of the prior and newly acquired 
beliefs into a comprehensive and integrated 
system. Modification accompanies the process 
of disagreement. Yuan and Lee’s (2004) 
research demonstrated a more complex process 
in which the original beliefs are not simply 
rejected and replaced by the opposite ones but 
are modified and refined through field learning 
activities.  
Yuan & Lee (2014) do not limit this 
process in to discrete belief change categories. 
It is ongoing process of pre-service EFL 
teachers’ belief transformation. For instance, 
confirmation and realization can accompany 
integration, and disagreement can lead to 
modification. This study does not capture the 
entire process of pre-service teachers’ cognitive 
development or suggest some linear and fixed 
routes for their belief change. On the contrary, 
it gives pre-service teachers’ individual 
experiences and various encounters in the 
situated contexts (Yuan & Lee, 2014). The 
experiences shared in this article are discussed 
into three areas, i.e. material design, teaching 
methodology, and learning context. 
3.1. Material design  
The principle in designing teaching material in 
any subject I teach is the material should be 
significance, interesting, contextual, familiar, 
authentic. It is started from the course objective. 
When I taught Expository and Argumentative 
Essay Writing, the course objective I wrote in 
the course contract did not use terms that they 
are familiar with. I wrote in the simple words, 
students will be able to describe something and 
to express their argument in English essay. 
Since for some students writing essay was still 
not important, I gave the elaboration that the 
one that pursues graduate studies, and graduate 
work, and scholarships usually requires essays, 
so they need to know how to write well. 
Students would be more motivated in the 
language class when they realize that they are 
learning concepts and skills associated with 
business or the environment and that they are 
doing “actual” school-work instead of learning 
English (Ismail, Albakri, Ismail, & Hussin, 
2014). 
For the topic to write, I let them decided. 
To assist pre-service teachers in developing 
their students’ language skills, the material 
should be focused on themes and content 
familiar and interesting to students (Ismail, 
Albakri, Ismail, & Hussin, 2014). After 
classroom session to discuss what we were 
going to do, we had individual session to 
discuss their draft. I made sure they wrote essay 
we intended to study. 
In other subject, like Grammar, I used any 
stuffs having English words to learn. From soap 
until computer, they have English explanation 
and instruction. Using these stuffs, pre-service 
teachers were able to relate to the significant 
relationship of the presentation of the authentic 
materials and learners’ motivation to learn. It is 
one of the primary roles of utilizing materials in 
teaching. They were able to see the close 
connection between materials and the 
contextual factors as well. Hence, these future 
ESL teachers developed their critical evaluation 
of their own materials from their experience 
using the materials and they made and used in 
their language classroom (Ismail, Albakri, 
Ismail, & Hussin, 2014).  
3.2. Teaching methodology 
Initial conceptualizations of teaching and 
learning that pre-service teachers bring to 
teacher education are shaped by the prior 
language learning experience (Borg, 2009b). 
The role of teacher education is not only in 
cognitive development, but also in constructing 
new positive cognition if the students of EFL 
teacher education have prior negative English 
learning experience. In the classroom, I started 
playing this role at the first meeting, I love 
opening the discussion about what is their 
opinion about the subject they are going to 
learn and whether they have had experience 
related to the subject matter. Especially for the 
new students, I invite them to say how they feel 
and what stereotype they have on English.  
Acknowledging, making explicit, and 
examining pre-service teachers prior cognitions 
is an important part of pre-service teacher 
education, particularly true when these prior 
understandings of teaching are inappropriate, 
unrealistic, or naïve (Borg, 2009b). If we accept 
the contemporary constructivist position that 
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teacher learning occurs through interactions 
between prior knowledge on the other hand and 
new input and experience on the other, ignoring 
pre-service teachers’ prior conditions is likely 
to hinder the ability to internalize new material 
(Borg, 2009b). 
Teacher educators should involve pre-
service teachers in activities that could help to 
unravel their beliefs at an earlier stage of the 
program and thus, refine possible misbeliefs 
(Çapan, 2014). It is started by asking the 
students why they think they are having 
difficulties and how this may be affecting their 
views of themselves as capable language 
learners (Erten & Burden, 2014). If pre-service 
EFL teacher have opportunities to become 
aware of their prior beliefs about teaching and 
learning, to reflect on these and to make 
connections between theory and practice, pre-
service teacher education will be more likely to 
impact on them (Borg, Birello, Civera & 
Zanatta, 2014). 
At the seventh semester, pre-service 
teachers have practicum course. It was probably 
the most powerful course to develop teacher 
cognition. It was found out how pre-service 
teachers gained some invaluable experience, 
knowledge and understanding in relation to 
materials development, evaluation and 
adaptation for language teaching through self-
reflection (Ismail, Albakri, Ismail, & Hussin, 
2014) and discussion with their mentor. The 
evaluation of their self-developed materials; 
after reflecting on the implementation of the 
materials, gave them some insights on how they 
can improvise the materials. This study shows 
that improvisation or modification of the 
materials could be done after reflecting and 
considering the reasons and benefits for doing 
so. The decisions on how to modify and adapt 
the materials were done based on their 
reflection on their students’ responses and 
performance as well as in relation to the 
principles related to effective materials 
development (Ismail, Albakri, Ismail, & 
Hussin, 2014). 
3.3. Learning context 
The main model in the process of pre-service 
teacher education is the educator. The way they 
teach must be congruent with knowledge of 
teaching discussed in the classroom. The use of 
examples and modelling enabled them to see 
certain instructional strategies or principles in a 
real context, preferably with similar 
characteristics to the pre-service teachers 
teaching placement, which helped them to see 
what these look like in a classroom (i.e., 
acquiring procedural knowledge) and thus to 
transfer this knowledge to their own teaching 
contexts (Dahlman, 2006).  
Become a good model is educator’s way to 
build positive learning context in pre-service 
teacher education and it is the most challenging 
way in cognitive development process. On the 
other hand, providing context that is in line with 
their teaching knowledge is providing learning 
experience which is powerful to develop 
teacher cognition (Borg, 2003, 2009; Dahlman, 
2006; Yuan & Lee, 2014; Ismail, Albakri, 
Ismail, & Hussin, 2014). 
Like being creative in utilizing varying 
method and strategy, it needed extra time and 
energy. Teaching essay writing used to be fun 
in the early stage and would generate negative 
emotion for some students in the writing 
practice stage. Whereas, negative emotions in 
the participants, such as frustration and feelings 
of being unprepared, even though it was 
relevant to the situation, are counterproductive 
with cognitive development process (Dahlman, 
2006). 
When it happened, what I did was guiding 
the negative emotion to have positive meaning 
that leads positive respond. Three kinds of 
coping that can generate positive affect during 
stressful circumstances, i.e. positive reappraisal, 
problem-focused coping, and infusion of 
ordinary events with positive meaning 
(Folkman and Moskowitz, 2000)  
4. CONCLUSION 
EFL teacher cognitions, what teachers think, 
know, and believe (Borg, 2003), have 
significant role in EFL classroom practice. 
What shaped these cognitions is teacher 
experience. English is learning experience, 
teaching learning, and teaching practice.  
Learning from the study that teacher 
experience with the classroom influences 
cognition more than education (Çapan, 2014), 
pre-service teacher education should bring real 
teaching practice into the course. Not only in 
the practicum course, but in all courses pre-
service teachers should be able to feel that their 
courses are significance, interesting, contextual, 
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familiar, authentic. Bringing knowledge into 
real practice, educator should be a model to 
apply congruently what discussed in the 
classroom.  
The process of cognitive development will 
not run successfully if there is barrier in their 
mind. The barrier is negative mind-set about 
English and learning and teaching this subject.  
Teacher educator should help to increase the 
awareness by doing reflection discussion about 
the previous experience with English. All the 
negative perception should be acknowledged 
first before developing positive meaning. It can 
be applied for prior knowledge or the 
knowledge being studied. 
This paper is initial study about cognitive 
development of pre-service teachers and the 
impact in the future practice. It is still needed to 
be studied the model of pre-service EFL teacher 
cognitive development that is able to give 
significant impact to teacher cognition when 
they have become practitioner.  
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